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Abstract

CASPAR DAVID FRIEDRICH, THE ROMANTIC HERO, AND EARLY
GERMAN NATIONALISM
Morgan Ward
Thesis Chair: Kaia L. Magnusen, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Tyler
November 2017
Like many artists, Caspar David Friedrich was affected by the events of his
time: the defeat of Prussia by the forces of Napoleon (1806), the following occupation
of the German lands (1810), the struggles of the Wars of Liberation (1813-1814) and
their disappointing aftermath. He was also greatly influenced by the literary trends of
the time, especially the concept of the Romantic hero and the cult of the heroic
soldier, ideas that he was exposed to among his circle of friends. The paintings that
Friedrich created between 1808 and 1821 display the tensions of the era, emphasizing
the feelings of upheaval and desolation experienced in northern Germany and making
a statement in favor of a united Fatherland based upon common history and
exceptional heroes in a more Romantic fashion than his contemporaries. This paper
examines Friedrich’s use of the motif of the hero in his works between 1808 and
1821, including the development of his nationalist ideas and his eventual dismissal of
them after the end of the war.

iii

Chapter 1: Introduction
During the nineteenth century, the German Romantics, writers and artists
alike, issued a call for a distinctly German tradition, something that they felt was lacking
in a world in which a sense of alienation from the rest of Europe and a lack of unity
among the German people was felt. Among the men who issued this call was Caspar
David Friedrich, a painter who expressed a longing for a national identity through images
that depicted a sense of loneliness, a desire for rebirth, and commemorated the romantic
hero. Like many artists, Friedrich was affected by the events of his time: the defeat of
Prussia by the forces of Napoleon (1806), the following occupation of the German lands
(1810), the struggles of the Wars of Liberation (1813-1814) and their disappointing
aftermath. He was also greatly influenced by the literary trends of the time, especially the
concept of the Romantic hero and the cult of the heroic soldier, ideas that he was exposed
to among his circle of friends, such as the writer Ernst Moritz Arndt, artist Georg
Friedrich Kersting, and the poet Karl Theodor Körner. The paintings that Friedrich
created between 1808 and 1821 reflect this; displaying the tensions of the era and
emphasizing the feelings of upheaval and desolation experienced in northern Germany.
Friedrich makes a statement in favor of a united Fatherland based upon common history
and exceptional heroes and he does all this in a more Romantic fashion than his
contemporaries.
According to Werner Hoffmann, Caspar David Friedrich (1775-1840), embodies
German Romanticism and is most well-known for his landscapes in which he sought to
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imbue the German countryside with a certain religiosity.1 Much of the existing literature
about Friedrich concerns this nature of his work. However, other scholars, such as Albert
Boime2, discuss Friedrich’s reactions to the Napoleonic occupation of Prussia and the
German states in length and emphasize his expression of a Romantic nationalism, the
argument for the unity of his country based on a common culture, language, and religion.
For example, Friedrich’s two paintings The Monk by the Sea and Abbey in the Oakwood,
with their use of German symbols like the oak tree and the Gothic cathedral, demonstrate
Friedrich’s early patriotic attitude.
In his cemetery painting Old Heroes’ Graves, Friedrich further emphasizes the
soldiers of the Wars of Liberation. Many overlook the treatment of his heroes, however,
simply because the valor of these individuals is not readily apparent; we see only their
graves. But this is precisely what makes Friedrich’s works more romantic than his
contemporaries in that he expresses the characteristics of the Romantic hero as derived
from the studies of Walter L. Reed and Fredrick Garber.3 When comparing Friedrich’s
paintings to this concept, it is obvious that he was greatly influenced by this specific
representation of heroes at this time. However, while Friedrich’s initial work suggested
patriotic feeling, he was extremely disappointed in the aftermath of the Wars of
Liberation. After experiencing personal loss with the death of three close friends, his
hope for a German Fatherland disappeared. Friedrich’s next work, The Tomb of Ulrich

1

Werner Hoffmann, Caspar David Friedrich, translated by Mary Whittal (London: Thames and Hudson,
2000), 12. Hoffmann was a prolific Austrian art historian who published numerous texts on German artists
of the nineteenth century.
2
Boime was a professor of art history at the University of California, Los Angeles that specialized in the
social context of modern art.
3
Walter L. Reed is a scholar of English and comparative literature who has taught at Yale, the University of
Texas at Austin, and Emory University. Likewise, Frederick Garber is a professor of comparative literature
at the State University of New York, Binghamton.
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von Hutten, illustrates this feeling of intense dejection and shows the more disillusioned
side of the romantic hero. This paper examines Friedrich’s use of the motif of the hero in
his works between 1808 and 1821, including the development of his nationalist ideas and
his eventual dismissal of them after the end of the war.

3

Chapter 2: Friedrich’s Romantic Nationalism

The period from 1808 to 1815 was a particularly tumultuous time for Prussia and
the surrounding German states. Karen Hagemann, in her article entitled “Occupation,
Mobilization, and Politics: The Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Prussian Experience, Memory,
and Historiography,” describes and examines the events leading up to the occupation of
Prussia by Napoleonic forces and the aftermath. On October 9, 1806, Prussia entered into
an alliance with Russia and several other German states against Napoleon. However, only
five days later on October 14, 1806, French armies defeated the coalition forces at Jena
and Auerstädt, forcing the surrender of Prussia. Within weeks, Napoleon’s forces entered
Berlin, fully occupying the capital city by November 7, 1806. The royal family of Prussia
fled the city but according to Hagemann that was not the end of the trouble.4
A series of treaties added to the severity of Prussia’s defeat. The Peace of Tilsit,
signed July 9, 1807, cut Prussian territory from 314,448 to 158,008 square kilometers.
Due to this halving of land, the population dropped from 10 million in 1804 to 4.6 million
in 1808. Administrative reform of the state followed, and Prussia was seized by French
forces until 1808. The occupation was ended by the second treaty, the Treaty of Paris,
signed September 8, 1808, which removed French troops from Prussia, but it imposed
tribute payments of 140 million francs plus interest.5 As if the economic situation were
not already dire enough -Hageman notes that just the occupation of Berlin, where the

4

Karen Hagemann, “Occupation, Mobilization, and Politics: The Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Prussian
Experience, Memory and Historiography,” Central European History 31 (2006): 580. Hagemann is a
German-American historian from the University of North Carolina. She specializes in modern German and
European history, military history, and women’s and gender history from the late eighteenth to the
twentieth century.
5
Ibid.

4

city’s 145,900 inhabitants were forced to support 15,000 French troops, cost 15.1 million
thaler6- the Treaty of Paris made it worse. Between 1807 and 1815, Prussia was on the
verge of bankruptcy and thus the defeat by the French bled into the economy and society
at every class level.7
Hagemann’s research concludes that the defeat and the subsequent agreements
created a sense of alienation among the German people during this time. It was especially
poignant in the heartlands around Berlin as northern Germany suffered more under
French occupation than any other area after 1806. The defeats and occupation led to a
severe public anxiety due to the material hardships faced by the economic crisis. In her
article, Hagemann cites a series of status reports compiled by the Commission on the
Implementation of Peace led by Johann August Sack beginning in 1807, which make note
of the complaints about the “desolate economic, social, and political situation, including
an increasingly gloomy mood among the inhabitants of Berlin and the surrounding
region,”8 setting up the conditions and the mindset of the people leading up to the Wars
of Liberation.
Friedrich’s painting The Monk by the Sea (Figure 1) expresses the isolated and
depressed feeling that was prevalent in northern Germany during that time. Exhibited in
1810 at the Prussian Royal Academy in Berlin along with Abbey in the Oakwood, the
painting caused quite a stir. The Monk by the Sea, today displayed at the Alte
Nationalgalerie in Berlin, echoes the sense of dissatisfaction and disillusionment felt with
French occupation. A solitary Capuchin friar stands on the expanse of the barren sands of

6

Hagemann (2006): 591. A thaler was the currency of Prussia at this time.
Hagemann (2006): 580.
8
Hagemann (2006): 592.
7
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a beach on the island of Rügen. The monk appears contemplative, staring out into the
dark waters that stretch endlessly into the horizon. A sky darkening with clouds hovers
ominously, taking up most of the composition and making the figure of the monk seem
dwarfed and vulnerable in the face of the vast seascape in front of him. There is nothing
else in the painting aside from the monk, the sand, the sea, and the sky, a fact which
caused great distress among the viewers when the painting was first exhibited. A great
sense of the sublime –the powerful and dangerous force of nature that is the storm and the
almost helplessness of the small monk before it—is almost overwhelming.
The sublime is an important concept to Friedrich’s work. As defined by Edmund
Burke, the sublime emphasizes the power of the infinite. Burke describes it as “whatever
is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger” and is “productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”9 The emotion that is created is
therefore able to evoke not only awe, but sympathy, especially sympathy in the distress of
others. No doubt the German audience who saw Friedrich’s painting experienced this
feeling. Although sometimes his landscapes look foreboding, the sense of the sublime
heightens the emotions expressed in his works, which at this time were strong in regards
to the war and Friedrich’s presentation of its heroes.
To add to this, Henk van Os described Friedrich’s landscapes as inhospitable
because man is not integrated in the painting as a part of nature, as was common in
landscape painting before him. Instead, they are confronted by it, shown as being out of
place within the scenery with their back to the viewer, which forced a sort of

9

Edmund Burke, “A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful,” in
Aesthetics, A Comprehensive Anthology, edited by Steven M. Cahn and Aaron Meskin (Hoboken: Blackwell
Publishing, 2008), 114.
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identification with them and therefore drew the observer into a similar contemplative
state.10 This is absolutely what Friedrich accomplished with The Monk by the Sea, for the
reactions it garnered suggested that viewers certainly felt the anxiety and detachment
from the world created by the occupation of the French and the following economic
crisis. The scene of the lonely monk evoked this mood, especially because there are no
visual resting points in the painting to lead the eye back gradually. As the following
reviews make clear, The Monk by the Sea caused a great deal of discomfort to those who
visited the Prussian Royal Academy in 1810. Even before this, Marie Helene von
Kügelgen, wife of the painter Gerhard von Kügelgen, remarked on the lonely feeling of
the painting in a letter to her husband dated June 22, 1809 when she saw it in an
incomplete state in Friedrich’s studio:
I also saw a large painting in oils which did not appeal to me at all. It
shows a wide, endless expanse of sky, under it a stormy sea, and in the
foreground a strip of white sand, along which the darkly shrouded figure
of a hermit is seen creeping. The sky is clear and indifferently calm. There
is no storm, no sun, no moon and no thunder. Yes, even a thunderstorm
would be consolation and pleasure, for then one would at least see some
kind of movement and life. For there is no boat or ship, indeed not even a
sea monster to be seen on the endless ocean. And in the sand there is not
even one blade of grass. Nothing but a few seafulls flitting around, which
makes the loneliness of the scene all the more grim and desolate.11

10

Henk van Os, “Caspar David Friedrich and His Contemporaries,” in Caspar David Friedrich and the
German Romantic Landscape, Exh. Cat. (Amsterdam: Lund Humphries in Association with the Hermitage
Amsterdam, 1991), 17. Dr. van Os is an art historian from the University of Amsterdam.
11
Marie Helene von Kügelgen to Gerhard von Kügelgen, Dresden, June 22, 1809 in Ein Lebensbild in
Briefen (Stuttgart: C. Belser, 1922), 155-156. English translation quoted in Boime (1990), 582. The original
German reads: Ein groβes Bild in öl sah ich auch, welches meine Seele gar nicht austpricht. Ein weiter,
unendlicher Luftraum, Dorunter das unruhige Meer und im Bordergrunde ein Streigen hellen Sandes, wo
ein dunsel gesleider oder verhüllter. Eremit umherschleicht, der Himmel ist rein und gleichgültig ruhig,
kein Sturm, keine Sonne, kein Mond, kein Gewitter – ja ein Gewitter wäre mir ein Trost und Genuβ, dann
sähe man doch Leben und Bewegun irgendwo. Auf der ewigen Meeresfläche seicht man kein Boot, kein
Schiff, nicht einmal ein Seeungeheuer, und in dem Sande keimt auch nicht ein grüner halm, nur einige
Möven flattern umher und Machen die Einfamkeit noch einfamer und graufiger. Eine Mondlandschaft
aber würde mir sehr gefallen haben, wen sie besser gemacht wäre – es ist aber überall eine härte, von der
die Natur nichts weiβ.
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Even while unfinished, The Monk by the Sea expressed that feeling of solitude, despair,
and lack of vitality as expressed by Mrs. von Kügelgen. However, the most stirring
reaction to the painting is the review written by Heinrich von Kleist, editor of the
Berliner Abendblätter, on October 13, 1810 when the paintings were shown at the Royal
Academy. In this he wrote:
There can be nothing sadder or more desolate in the world than this place:
the only spark of life in the broad domain of death, the lonely center in the
lonely circle. The picture, with its two or three mysterious subjects, lies
there like an apocalypse… and since it has, in its uniformity and
boundlessness, no foreground but the frame, it is as if one’s eyelids have
been cut off.12
Although no one mentions the French occupation directly with these remarks, by this
point in time Napoleon was certainly in control of the German territories, and so it can be
suggested that the crisis was evident. The Crown Prince of Prussia, Frederick William IV,
seemed sympathetic to mood of the painting, because he convinced his father to purchase
both of Friedrich’s paintings, The Monk by the Sea and Abbey in the Oakwood, for a price
of 450 thalers even when Prussia was paying reparations to the French of their defeat. 13
Hans Belting, in his book The Germans and Their Art: A Troublesome
Relationship, suggests that a sense of alienation from the rest of the world informed the
art of the Romantic period in Germany. Isolation was a common theme, reflecting the
cultural and political development and fragmentation of the German states through the

12

Henrich von Kleist, “Empfindungen vor Friedrichs Seelandschaft,” Berliner Abendblätter, 13 October
1810. English translation from Hofmann (2000), 56. The original German reads, “Nichts kann trauriger
und unbehaglicher sein, als diese Stellung in der Welt: der einzige Lebensfunke im weiten Reiche des
Todes, der einsame Mittelpunct im einsamen Kreis. Das Bild liegt, mit seinen zwei oder drei
geheimnißvollen Gegenständen, wie die Apokalypse da, als ob es Joungs Nacht gedanken hätte, und da
es, in seiner Einförmigkeit und Uferlosigkeit, nichts, als den Rahm, zum Vordergrund hat, so ist es, wenn
man es betrachtet, als ob Einem die Augenlieder weggeschnitten wären.”
13
Hofmann (2000), 53.
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years, which was brought to light in the art of the early nineteenth century, especially in
the wake of the Napoleonic invasions and the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire.
Belting asserts that the trend of German nationalism stemmed from this sense of
alienation and so the art of the Romantic period was meant to express the German soul.14
The expression of the inner soul was also something in which Friedrich exhibited great
interest, having written in his text discussing other artists and his theories on art, “The
artist should not only paint what he sees before him, but also what he sees within him. If,
however, he sees nothing within him, then he should also omit to paint that which he sees
before him.”15 If the painter saw nothing inside of him, Friedrich felt, then his art would
only resemble “those folding screens behind which one expects to find only the sick or
even the dead.”16 The expression of the inner being was a necessary component in
Friedrich’s work, especially when he seemed to be trying to influence patriotic feeling for
the Fatherland with his images at this time.
While The Monk by the Sea represents the general sense of social and political
upheaval in the aftermath of Napoleon’s invasion of Germany was well as the alienation
and displacement caused by this, it may also reflect Friedrich’s personal feelings.
Contemporaries and friends of the artist recognized the monk (Figure 2) as a self-portrait
of the artist himself, with his trademark thick sideburns and clothing resembling that of a

14

Hans Belting, The Germans and Their Art: A Troublesome Relationship, translated by Scott Kleager (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 5-8. Belting is a German art historian who taught at the University of
Hamburg, the University of Heidelberg, and the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität during his career.
15
Caspar David Friedrich, “Äuβerung bei Betrachtung einer Sammlung von Gemälden von gröβtenteils
noch lebenden und unlängst verstorbenen Künstlern,” in Caspar David Friedrich in Briefen und
Bekenntnissen, edited by Sigrid Hinz (Berlin: Henschelverlag Kunst und Gesellschaft, 1968), 128. The
original German reads, “Der Maler soll nicht bloß malen, was er vor sich sieht, sondern auch was er in sich
sieht. Sieht er aber nichts in sich, so unterlasse er auch zu malen, was er vor sich sieht. Sonst werden seine
Bilder den Spanischen Wänden gleichen, hinter denen man nur Kranke und Tote erwartet.”
16
Ibid.
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monk, which can be seen in the portrait of him made by the artist Gerhard von Kügelgen
between 1810 and 1820 (Figure 3). Friedrich was noted as a very peculiar individual,
with many friends and visitors to his studio commenting on his melancholy personality.
He was especially dissatisfied with the political situation during the time and often
expressed an extreme distaste for the French. For instance, after the French occupied
Dresden in 1813, Friedrich composed a series of prayers celebrating the freeing of the
city entitled “After the Liberation of Dresden from the French,”17 in which he praises
God for their removal from Dresden and places curses upon the fleeing enemy, wishing a
final death for them. Two stanzas of this poem reads:
Let us sing a high song, a song full of gratitude and love.
Praise the Lord, ye liberate; Praises his goodness for and for,
For he hath turned away from us graciously, when we beg for help;
He has heard our cry and chased away our enemies.
They have been kicked into dust, the vile, those who have forgotten and
disregarded Him
They hurried home, the refugees, haunted by the sword of the north.
Hit by the curse of the Almighty.
The crops are destroyed, the fruits of the fields are devastated,
Cities and villages are turned into rubbish and ashes with a free hand.
But the wrath of God rests heavily upon them,
Tormented by hunger, without shelter and help,
Without compassion and mercy
They breathe life’s last breath.18
During the French occupation, Friedrich was aware of the dim mood that overtook the
area around Berlin. He despaired that a Fatherland for the German people, something for
which he desperately wished, would never be achieved, especially while German lands

17

Jost Hermand, “Dashed Hopes: On the Painting of the Wars of Liberation,” Political Symbolism in
Modern Europe: Essays in Honor of George L. Mosse, edited by Seymour Drescher, David Sabean, and
Allan Sharlin (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1982), 223.
18
Caspar David Friedrich, “Nach der Befreiung Dresdens von den Franzosen,” in Hinz (1968), 79-80. My
translation, original German is in Appendix A.
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were occupied by the French. As such, the monk in his painting –an expression of his
inner self— stands alone amidst a dead and barren landscape.
A sense of incompleteness –in this case a lack of a nation and identity for those
who considered themselves German— was another recurring theme in Germany during
the early years of the nineteenth century. As suggested by The Monk by the Sea, Friedrich
felt this melancholia, but it could also be seen in the view of the artist by society.
According to William Vaughan, the Romantic artist’s duty was to express the soul of the
community around him, but at the same time he was often viewed as a social outsider.19
By including a self-portrait within his landscape in The Monk by the Sea, Friedrich inserts
his own wishes for a German nation into the figure of the monk and forces his viewer to
contemplate not only the image, but the longing and loneliness that was felt at the time in
which it was exhibited.
However, many held out hope for a coming together of the German people and an
end to French occupation. Reflecting this, Friedrich provided a pendant for The Monk by
the Sea at the Prussian Royal Academy in 1810 with Abbey in the Oakwood (Figure 4).
This painting depicts the decaying ruins of a monastery, identified as the ruins of Eldena
near Friedrich’s hometown, surrounded by the skeletal figures of bare oak trees in a
winter landscape. The scene is somber and oppressive, similar to The Monk by the Sea,
but with a greater sense of drama. At the bottom of the canvas is a procession of monks,
two of whom carry a casket on their shoulders, walking into the pointed arch under the

19

William Vaughan, “Romanticism,” in The Romantic Spirit in German Art 1790-1990, Exh. Cat.
(Edinburgh: The Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art and the Hayward Gallery, London, with the
association of the Nationalgalerie, Berlin, 1994): 210-211. Vaughn is an emeritus professor of art history
at the University of Birkbeck, London, who specializes in English and German Romanticism at the start of
the nineteenth century.
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remnants of what once was a large window. The landscape around them is barren save for
the trees and various grave markers. The atmosphere is likewise dark. The sun has set, the
oncoming night symbolic of both death and the sense of detachment and defeat that was
prevalent at this time. On the surface, there seems not to be any hope for rebirth at this
point considering the desolate mood of this image.
With Friedrich’s underlying symbolism and religiosity, however, there is a hope
for rebirth presented after death. Many words have been put on paper examining
Friedrich’s symbolism, especially in its relation to nationalism. In his article, “Nature as
Language,” Helmut Börsch-Supan asserts that “nature was seen as the secret language of
those opposed to Napoleon” when more overt imagery and anti-French messages were
subject to strict censorship and within this imagery religious and patriotic impulses
mingled.20 Likewise, in her book on Friedrich, Linda Siegel also examines the meaning
behind the painter’s natural symbolism, especially in relation to Abbey in the Oakwood.
According to Siegel, the oak tree in general was a symbol of Germany’s greatness.
Furthermore, the decaying oak had a dual purpose: to evoke age but also to serve as a
symbol of hope, especially if the upper part of the tree was placed in the lighter part of
the sky as if it were reaching to the heavens, as it does in Abbey in the Oakwood. The
vertical lines created by the trees also suggest their transcendental quality.21 For the trees
in this painting in particular, Siegel writes that they “echo the sorrow caused by the

20

Helmut Börsch-Supan, “Nature as Language,” in The Romantic Spirit in German Art 1790-1990, Exh. Cat.
translated from the German by David Britt (Edinburgh: The Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art and
the Hayward Gallery, London, with the association of the Nationalgalerie, Berlin, 1994): 277. BörschSupan is a German art historian who taught at the Free University of Berlin during his career. He
specializes on Caspar David Friedrich and paintings of the nineteenth century.
21
Linda Siegel, Caspar David Friedrich and the Age of German Romanticism (Boston: Branden Press, 1978),
79-81. Siegel was a professor of music and fine arts at the College of Notre Dame in Belmont, California
who focused on the interrelationship of German music, literature and painting.
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devastation of the lands east of the Elbe as well as the strong nationalistic spirit which
refused to bend, as it were, under the yoke of the French troops.”22
There is other symbolism prevalent in Abbey in the Oakwood that points to rebirth
of the Germans that Siegel discusses. The most obvious are the crosses, which of course
symbolize spiritual rebirth through Jesus Christ in Christian theology. For Friedrich,
according to Siegel, crosses placed in the snow were a sign of spring to come which was
again a symbol of rebirth. The funeral procession also passes underneath a cross placed in
the opening underneath the window in the ruins, pointing back to the religious nature of
Friedrich’s paintings. Dolmen graves, such as those in the foreground of Abbey in the
Oakwood, were also an important symbol in Friedrich’s art, one which Siegel claims
evoke a feeling of nostalgia and longing for the past greatness of Germany.23 In addition,
the Romantic poet and philosopher Friedrich Schlegel wrote on dolmens, especially the
old graves of Clovis, Chilpéric, and Dagobert in particular, insisting that “the spectacle of
these ruins transported us far back from the present day, back to those old times when
France was possessed and governed by the Germans,”24 and further associating them with
a time that the Germans were superior to the French. Considering Friedrich’s penchant
for pointing back to the past greatness of Germany with his inclusion of the graves of
figures like Hermann in his work, it makes sense that he too was aware of the symbolic
ideas about the dolmens, the oak trees, and other motifs that were being discussed in the
nineteenth century.

22

Siegel (1978), 76.
Siegel (1978), 76-80.
24
Friedrich Schlegel, The Aesthetics and Miscellaneous Works of Friedrich von Schlegel, translated by E. J.
Millington (London: George Bell, 1900), 152.
23
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During the time in which Friedrich exhibited The Monk by the Sea and Abbey in
the Oakwood anything considered medieval, especially the Gothic cathedral, held
patriotic associations believed to represent a united German fatherland according to
Boime.25 This came from the mistaken belief that the Gothic style had originated in
Germany. Since the Renaissance, the term had been applied to the elaborate churches by
Giorgio Vasari, who considered the unclassical style “monstrous and barbarous” and
attributed it to the Germanic Goths.26 Although this was incorrect, in the nineteenth
century the German Romantics saw these churches as a symbol of national identity
anchored in the medieval past. Belting discusses this in his book and makes note that
images of Gothic ruins became popular in the visual arts and were used to promote what
the artists believed unique to their culture at a time when they were great in terms of
political power and national identity under the Holy Roman Empire.27 Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe also proclaimed Gothic architecture as uniquely German On German
Architecture, insisting that the style came “fresh from the inner soul” and expressed
“original, unique sensibilities” of the German people.28
This was of great contrast to what had been the norm, since for years artists had
looked to Rome or the Mediterranean as the epitome of civilization. When looking at
many of the artists at this time, Börsch-Supan noted that it was more customary for artists
to travel to Rome and study the classical style rather than seeking something that was

25

Albert Boime, Art in an Age of Bonapartism 1800-1815: A Social History of Modern Art, Volume 2
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), 538-539.
26
Giorgio Vasari, On Technique; Being the Introduction to the Three Arts of Design, Architecture, Sculpture,
and Painting, Prefixed to the Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, edited by G.
Baldwin Brown, translated by Louisa S. Maclehose (London: J.M. Dent and Company, 1907), 83.
27
Belting (1998), 41-43.
28
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “On German Architecture,” in Goethe’s Literary Essays: A Selection in
English, edited by J.E. Spingarn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1921), 10-11.
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uniquely German. While artists from the different German states living in Rome did meet
to share a sense of common identity, they explored the relationship between Italy and
Germany more than anything else.29 In Germany itself, artists also looked to the cultures
of Greece and Rome in terms of artistic style. According to Belting, this led the
Romantics, Friedrich included, to call for a need to examine their own cultural roots in
order to find an artistic identity unique to them. Therefore, they began to look to nature
for subjects that had remained untainted by the academies and to their own history with
its own set of folk heroes and to the traditions of German artists such as Albrecht Dürer.30
Caspar David Friedrich himself absolutely refused to study in Rome and remained
in Germany for his entire life. In a letter to the painter J.L.G. Lund dated July 11, 1816,
Friedrich denied an invitation to study in Rome, writing that, “I freely confess that I have
never wanted to go there.”31 According to his writings, Friedrich felt a very strong
spiritual connection to the landscape of his native Germany, which he sought to convey
within his works. In addition to choosing to remain in Germany, he also refused to paint
in a classical manner or to imitate Italian painting and scenery, noted as having said, “The
beauty, the spirit of Germany, its sun, moon, stars, rocks, seas and rivers can never be
expressed in this way.”32
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Even before the Wars of Liberation, Friedrich’s patriotic leanings are evident.
Although the Germans had suffered through defeat in battle and occupation, he presents
his viewers with the idea that they are united culturally. There is a certain hope in Abbey
in the Oakwood that is echoed in his poem that suggests that the Volk can come together
and reassert their culture as truly great once again. Friedrich uses various symbols that
were commonly expressive of Germany at the time –the oak tree, the Gothic cathedral,
and the dolmens— to suggest that common community and a hope for rebirth. However,
as the Wars of Liberation began, Friedrich’s imagery also changed with them. His
nationalistic imagery was subtle at first, although it became more overt in years to come.
It was also optimistic for the outcome of the war, although he lost friends who were close
to him. But with the unfavorable conclusion of the war, at least for those hoping for the
creation of a Fatherland, his depiction of heroes would later become more melancholy
and pessimistic.
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Chapter 3: The Romantic Hero

Following French occupation under the forces of Napoleon, Friedrich sought to
use the landscape of Germany to express the mood of its people, but also in an attempt to
recall their past greatness in order to encourage patriotic feeling. In 1812, Napoleon
launched his disastrous campaign into Russia. This sparked the beginning of the
resistance movement in Germany and Prussia, and in 1813 Fredrick William III joined
another coalition against Napoleon, a struggle that became known as the Wars of
Liberation. While partially comprised of the government and its army, a large part of the
Wars of Liberation were the various Freikorps of volunteers that supplemented the
Prussian army. Many of Friedrich’s friends, such as Georg Friedrich Kersting and Karl
Theodor Körner, joined these units. Although Friedrich never fought in the war, his
imagery shifted to reflect the influence of the nationalistic propaganda that arose from the
participation of these volunteers. He began producing images, namely the painting Old
Heroes’ Graves, which honored those who served in the Freikorps and further pushed the
desire for a German Fatherland based upon these heroes who defeated the French in
landscapes combined with his earlier symbolism. Important, however, is the fact that
Friedrich experienced personal loss at this time with the deaths of three of his friends in
battle, Theodor Körner, Friedrich Friesen, and Henry Hartmann, in 1813, which certainly
influenced his painting.
In her article, “Synaesthesia and the Paintings of Caspar David Friedrich,” Siegel
asserts that an important part of Friedrich’s work was the blending of painting,
philosophy, and poetry to express his personal beliefs and political views within his art.
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Friedrich knew many of the important artistic figures in Northern Germany during this
time, including the painters Philip Otto Runge, Gerhard von Kügelgen, Johan Christian
Dahl, and Carl Carus; the philosopher G.H. Schubert; and the writers Ludwig Tieck,
Heinrich von Kleist, Clemens Bretanto, Karl Theodor Körner, and Erntz Moritz Arndt. In
addition, he also knew philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, poet Achim von
Arnim, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. All of these men were leading figures in
German Romanticism during the time and many of them often met in Friedrich’s studio
in Dresden.33
Considering these acquaintances, it is a logical assumption that Friedrich was
greatly influenced by the various intellectual movements of the time, especially literature.
Furthermore, with Romanticism, the concept of the hero gained in popularity once again,
especially in novels and poetry. Friedrich’s paintings during the Wars of Liberation
reflected this, albeit in a more Romantic way than many of his contemporaries by taking
the concept of the hero further in his art, something which many scholars have not
focused on. Several characteristics are attributed to the Romantic hero by Fredrick Garber
and Walter L. Reed. The five qualities that are emphasized by Reed and Garber are: a
feeling of isolation, a desire to influence and reorganize society, a connection to nature
and history, a determined sense of selfhood, and a close proximity to death. When
comparing the conclusions of both theorists to Friedrich’s figures and themes, it is
apparent that Friedrich was affected by the concept of the hero during the Wars of
Liberation as he displayed his in a very specific manner.
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In The Monk by the Sea, the sense of isolation commented on by critics first
makes itself apparent. In “Self, Society, Value, and the Romantic Hero,” Garber
discusses this feeling and how it affects the hero, especially in the struggle between the
self and the other –which in this case means society and societal values-- that so plagued
him. While the hero in Romantic literature typically wanted to set himself up as an
individual, there were usually societal values or circumstances which posed a problem in
this venture.34 In the case of Friedrich, who wanted to express himself uniquely as a
German but was hindered by the upheaval with the French and disillusionment when the
goals of the Wars of Liberation did not seem to pan out, this struggle between the self and
the outside world then led to seclusion. This sense is felt in Friedrich’s later paintings far
more than in the art created by his contemporaries, such as Kersting, especially with the
sublime nature of his work.
Garber also notes that there are “a variety of relationships between the hero and
the normative values of society, ranging in a spectrum from imperfect assimilation to an
apparently thorough rejection…” wherein “lies much of the romantic agony” of the
hero.35 Thus while the hero typically feels apart from society, he still wishes to influence
it in some way. This inclination of young German men, especially the artists, was likely
impacted by the various revolutions of the age. In northern Germany, Friedrich was
certainly affected by the upheaval of the French occupations and thus, even if he felt
some sort of reclusiveness because of it, he still wished to influence his fellow Germans
to change their circumstances. Abbey in the Oakwood, with its subtle symbolism,
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suggests hope in the coming together of the German people as one nation. Friedrich’s
tomb paintings also suggest this idea, but with imagery of the good German heroes –past
and present—who were ideal for emulation. Indeed, according to Reed, this was perhaps
a source of hope of the Romantics, who saw art and the hero both as a means to solve the
major problems of their age.36
Reed also notes that the hero was the “singular and energetic individual whose
character contains his fate, who dominates as well as represents the society around
him.”37 In addition, the hero possessed “wholeness, unselfconscious passion, and the
ability to act.”38 Reed continues to assert that the hero is related more so as an “actor to
an audience, as an extraordinary person to the ordinary members of his society.”39 As
such, the hero was placed on a pedestal and was expected to live up to the values that
society placed upon them while simultaneously being an outsider. This description
coincides with the two characteristics that Garber discussed in his article: during the
Wars of Liberation, the figure of the volunteer soldier was seen as an ideal, someone who
fought to end the oppression of the Germans underneath the French, yet because he was
away at war, he was secluded from the general populace.
The third characteristic for the Romantic hero cited by Reed and Garber is a
profound connection to nature and history. Friedrich felt a deep connection to his native
landscape, as evidenced by his comments when he wrote about the importance of
expressing its unique spirit. As argued by Börsch-Supan, Friedrich made his own
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symbolic language of nature to convey meaning.40 This gave his paintings a linguistic
character which was then used to impress his own visions and ideas upon the viewer. Not
only did Friedrich use nature to express meaning, but he also made connections between
the past and the present, such as when he compared the modern day German heroes
(Theodor Körner, Karl Friedrich Friesen, and Henry Hartmann, for instance) to ancient
ones (Arminus) in Old Heroes’ Graves. In fact, this connection between heroes was made
within nature, combining the two together in one painting when places the graves of his
heroes in a German landscape. Reed also draws connections between nature, history and
the Romantic hero, making the statement that “Romanticism never wants simply to return
to a state of nature, but to recapture something of the vital power of that state at a higher
level of awareness.”41 Thus while the German Romantics searched for an identity
anchored in the past when they were considered great and more connected with nature,
they sought to use that to strengthen themselves within the current time. Friedrich himself
placed his heroes within nature, associating German nationalism with its past heroes and
wilderness, creating a close relationship between the Romantic hero, the natural
landscape, and the heroic past.
According to Reed, the fourth characteristic of a German Romantic heroe is a
“jealous defense of selfhood” on the part of the Romantic hero in response to the
“confines of the plot.”42 In the case of Friedrich and the other German romantic
nationalists during the Wars of Liberation, they particularly guarded their sense of
German identity, arguing for a return to their past greatness and war against the French
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occupation. The final heroic attribute was a close proximity to death. According to Mark
Hewitson, this factor especially came into play in Romantic literature with the poets of
the wars such as Theodor Körner, where soldiers were lauded for their closeness to death
in battle and their separation from normal civilian society.43
With The Monk by the Sea and Abbey in the Oakwood, Friedrich’s consideration
of the Romantic hero was already beginning to be evident. Numerous critics, as
mentioned, expressed overwhelming discomfort upon viewing the lonely monk on the
beach. He is far removed from society and alone as he looks out across the sea. Likewise,
both images place a great importance on the landscape. The human figures are dwarfed
by nature, making them feel lonelier. In Abbey in the Oakwood, many of Friedrich’s
familiar symbols –the oak tree, the crosses, and the dolmens— reference his nationalistic
language and therefore his association with the German identity. Because the two
paintings were hung as pendants, Börsch-Supan suggested that the casket carried in the
funeral procession in Abbey in the Oakwood is that of the monk, marking that particular
hero as extremely close to death.44 In this manner, three out of the five characteristics of
the Romantic hero as defined by Reed and Garber are suggested in Friedrich’s earlier
paintings before the Wars of Liberation.
All of these qualities attributed to the Romantic hero are far more poignant in two
later paintings by Friedrich, Old Heroes’ Graves and The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten,
which were painted during or after the Wars of Liberation. The first of the paintings, Old
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Heroes’ Graves (Figure 5), also called Tombs of Ancient Heroes, was shown on March
24, 1814 at an exhibition of patriotic art in Dresden.45 In the painting, several tombs and a
large monument are situated against a rocky cliff within a German forest. The front right
foreground features several bushes with a gravesite, that of the famous chief Arminus of
the Cherusci (who is also called by his German name, Hermann) who defeated the
Roman legions in the first century AD.46 Directly behind the gravesite sits a sarcophagus.
The slope of the hill leads the viewer’s eye to the center of the painting, where there
seems to be an opening in the cliff. Two figures, identified by Victor Miesel and Boime
both as French chasseurs, stand just to the left, completely dwarfed by the landscape
around them.47 To the left of the figures, the slope of the hill lead off to the other side of
the painting, drawing the viewer’s eye to the monument and the second sarcophagus.
While there is much greenery in the landscape, it is a very foreboding image. The two
figures seem as if they are lost and have wandered into a forgotten cemetery.
On the sarcophagi and monument are several inscriptions of a heroic nature. The
left-most sarcophagi reads, “Peace to your Grave, Savior in our Need.” On the
monument, the words, “To a Noble Youth, Savior of the Fatherland,” is written. Finally
and most importantly, the sarcophagi on the right is inscribed with the initials of three of
Friedrich’s friends who died in the war, Friesen, Hartmann, and Körner along with the
words, “To the Noble Ones, Fallen for Freedom and Justice.”48 As noted before, with the
renewed campaign against Napoleon which began in 1813, many young men volunteered
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for the various Freikorps that were formed. According to the research of Boime, on
February 7, 1813, King Frederick William III called for volunteers to join independent
divisions of Freiheitskrieger (freedom fighters) and supplement the Prussian army. The
most famous of these was the Lützowers, named for their characteristic leader Major
Adolf von Lützow and known by a tricolor of black, gold, and red that represented a
unified German fatherland. They were famous for the intense patriotic devotion that they
inspired among the people.49
With the death of his three friends, Friedrich memorialized the sacrificed they made
for the Fatherland in Old Heroes’ Graves. However, nowhere in the painting are his three
friends pictured. They are not shown as martyrs on a pedestal, such as in the French painter
Jacques-Louis David representations of the martyrs of the French Revolution, but their
deaths are specifically referenced by the tombs themselves. In this way, Friedrich is
showing Friesen, Hartmann, and Körner as romantic heroes by literally suggesting that
they are no longer among the living. In addition, by placing their tomb near that of an
ancient German hero, he is connecting the three soldiers to a past age of great men. The
sacrifice of their lives a soldiers was believed to be a necessary one to renew Germany by
proving the country victorious in war and freeing the country from the yoke of the French.
In a study of changing conceptions of war in Germany from the years 1792 to 1815,
Hewitson examines Thoedor Körner’s poetry in connection to his role as a soldier. In his
eyes, the literature of the time suggests that war was considered inevitable and natural; a
sort of moral, social and political test for true citizens. The death of a soldier was upheld
as a martyrdom for the greater good and there was an intense romanticization of death and
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war as necessary means to reinvigorate life in Germany during this time. This can be seen
in the poetry of Korner, for in his posthumously published Lyre and Sword (Leier und
Schwert), thirty-two out of the thirty-seven poems are about death and dying.50 Körner
himself made a similar remark in a letter to his father when discussing his intention to
volunteer on March 10, 1813, writing:
Germany rise up; the Prussian eagle is awakening, through brave beating
of its wings, the great hope of a German, at least a North-German,
freedom… Yes, dear father, I want to become a soldier… in order to fight
for a fatherland, even with my own blood… Now, in God’s name, it is a
worthy feeling which drives me on, now it is the powerful conviction that
no sacrifice is too great for the highest human good, for the freedom of one’s
Volk… no one is too good for the sacrifice of death for the freedom and for
the honor of one’s nation.51
In addition, Körner emphasized similar themes and ideas as Friedrich. They were friends,
so it stands to reason that their work have similarities. The above quote suggests Körner’s
belief that the death of a soldier was the ultimate sacrifice for the good of the Volk and the
nation, but he also went so far as to compare the German soldiers of the Wars of Liberation
to past heroes as well. In the poem “The Battle of Leipzig,” for example, Körner praises
the deaths of those soldiers who died within the battle and connects the heroic past of
Germany to the present. Consider:
WHAT fires from the night-clad far heights flare,
Like flames from the altar ascending?
A burden of prophecy hangs on the air,
As a heralding angel were treading there,
50
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And voices of triumph are blending:
On night’s dark wings rides Victory,—
Leipzig, sing ye! sing ye the fight of the free!
Our hoary sires of the ancient day,
When Varus was routed by Hermann,
The Kaisers that taught haughty Rome to obey,
That hunted the Huns and the Turks away,
And made Europe free by the German:
They echo the strain with solemn glee,
Leipzig’s thunder pealeth,—the nations are free!
Brave hearts that believed in bright freedom’s day,
When Deutschland in slavery languished,
Who at Lützen, at Bautzen, stood stiffly at bay,
Till Dennewitz covered the Frank with dismay,
Who at Katzbach the elements vanquished;
The hope of your hearts your eyes now see,
Leipzig, sing ye!—Leipzig and Germany free!
And they in the dubious morn who fell
In fight for the land of their fathers,
The praise of the valiant our hymns shall tell,
And when our tongues name whom we loved so well,
The fire in our bosom gathers;
While they from heaven’s high canopy
Sing triumphant,—Germany, Europe, is free!
Ye sons of strong sires, who for Germany stood,
When the axe was uplifted to smite her,
Where God marks the spot to the brave and the good,
This night be the oath of the freeman renewed,
While mounts the flame higher and brighter!
No more shall the tyrant rule Germany!
Leipzig’s name shall pledge her forever,—the Free.
Then bright may the flame from the dark heights shine!
The fire in our hearts brighter flameth!
Let German with German in brotherhood join,
26
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Till the Frank shall remeasure his step from the Rhine,
And his pride the fell Corsican tameth!
And aye as ye march with triumphal glee,
Leipzig, sing ye!—Germany, Fatherland, Free!52
In the poem, several ideas that are compatible to the trends of romanticism regarding the
Wars and Friedrich’s artwork stand out. Körner’s first stanza begins with the present day
at the Battle of Leipzig. The second stanza, however, goes back to the past of the German
lands, invoking Hermann, whose grave is also depicted in Friedrich’s painting. “Our hoary
sires of ancient day / When Varus was routed by Hermann,” invokes the hero who drove
the Romans from German lands. They then “made Europe free by the German” with this
victory. That was the hope for the Wars of Liberation that the French this time would be
ejected from German lands and Europe freed from Napoleon. In the last stanza, Körner
even references this idea, writing “Let German with German in brotherhood join / Till the
Frank shall remeasure his step from the Rhine / And his pride the fell Corsican tameth!”
By coming together as one people, Körner suggests that the Corsican, Napoleon, could be
defeated and the French would retreat back across the Rhine. Not only are past and present
connected within the poem, but Körner makes reference to the deaths of the soldiers within
the war. The fourth stanza makes note of “they… who fell in the fight for the land of their
fathers” in a central position, suggesting that such sacrifice was necessary to victory.
Without these soldiers to fight the French, Germany would not be free.53
As mentioned, during and after the Wars of Liberation, a cult dedicated to the fallen
soldiers gained in prominence, something which Friedrich participated in with his image
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referencing the loss of his three friends. At this time the entire image of the soldier changed
completely. In a study of the idea of martial masculinity in the portrayal of soldiers in
imagery, Claudia Siebrecht examined the changing perspective of soldiers. With the
defeats at Jena and Auerstadt, Siebrecht notes that a desire to reform the perception of the
army arose as did the need to create feelings of personal investment within the soldiers.
The desire to end Napoleonic rule provided the impetus for this, especially when Napoleon
was defeated in Russia in 1812, uniting the Germans and helping create the image of a
soldier that was associated with respect, glory, patriotism, and masculinity. 54 With the
many volunteers who joined the fight in 1813, a new heroic image for the soldier was
created. In May of 1813, King Frederick William III laid foundations for a cult of the herosoldier by creating reforms that included legal measures, male citizenship, and official state
recognition for those that served. Rather than simply being seen as hired soldiers, a new
image was created for the soldier that now placed them in the position of defending the
nation, one which the visual and written arts alike enhanced, possibly in order to encourage
more men to join the fight.55
To honor the sacrifices made by these soldiers, commemorative art in both writing
and imagery that celebrated them was created. This art, according to Siebrecht, also evoked
a unified and idealized German nation that belonged to the individual based on soldierly
sacrifice, not wealth or class that was meant to strengthen the ties that those who
volunteered felt to the nation.56 In another study on the memorialization of war in Prussia
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conducted by Christopher Clark, other forms of remembrance also dedicated to these
soldiers is discussed. Of the 290,000 that were mobilized in Prussia during the Wars of
Liberation, 120,565 of them were of the Landwehr volunteers. These men, Clark notes,
swore oaths to the German Fatherland and not the king. This is an important aspect to
understanding the mentality of these soldiers, for they were fighting for a nationalistic
cause, rather than under the orders of a monarch. They wanted a land where the Germans
were united. Much was done to memorialize these men and the Wars themselves, including
festivals on the anniversaries of major battles and the creation of funeral associations to
collect funds for the ceremonial burials of deceased volunteers.57 All of this contributed to
what George L. Mosse considers the “nationalization of the masses,” a period during which
a secular and nationalist religion of sorts was created through mass movements that began
in the early nineteenth century through the creation of symbols, such as the hero-soldier,
that served to unify the people.58 Artists and writers, like Friedrich and Körner, greatly
contributed to the creation of this sense of national pride.
Once again, however, Friedrich’s imagery was different than that of his
contemporaries. Take, for example, the paintings of Georg Friedrich Kersting and the
contrast is quite evident, especially in the treatment of soldiers, allusions to the historic
past, and references to death. While Kersting was a friend of Friedrich –he was funded by
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both Friedrich and painter Gerhard von Kügelgen so that he could serve in the Lützowers
with Friesen, Hartmann, and Körner59-- and Körner, his patriotic images depicted very live
soldiers. Because of the developing cult dedicated to those who served in the Wars,
portraits of volunteer soldiers were especially popular. Kersting contributed several
paintings to the overall patriotic atmosphere and many of his images were seen by the
general public. One self-portrait depicted him wearing the Iron Cross, a medal established
by the king before the war that denoted military bravery. He created a series of similar selfportraits, including one that was shown at the Dresden Academy exhibition of 1816 that
was applauded in reviews for depicting brave men who had performed their duty to their
country.60
Most striking in comparison to Friedrich’s Old Heroes Graves, however, is
Kersting’s diptych painting from 1815, On Outpost Duty – The Wreathmaker. While
Kersting too lost the same friends as Friedrich, his depictions of soldiers are more
traditional. In the left image entitled On Outpost Duty (Figure 6), three figures stand in the
midst of a German oak forest (remember that the oak tree had become a symbol of Germany
at this time). On the left, two men are seated against the bough of a large tree. One, in
profile, is in shadow while the other looks out of the canvas towards the viewer, a rifle laid
across his shoulders and beside him as he lounges against the tree. To the right, a third man
leans against another tree, his own rifle held at ease, but ready to be raised at any moment
as he looks out deeper in the forest. All three men are dressed in the black uniforms of the
Lützowers, the company in which Kersting served with Körner, Hartmann, and Friesen.
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The Iron Cross is visible on the collar of the front seated figure and the standing man on
the right.
The men are alive and actively on duty in the painting. However, they are identified
as the same three men Friedrich commemorated in Old Heroes Graves, Friesen, Hartmann,
and Körner, who, by the time Kersting painted this image in 1815, had been dead for two
years. The effect of Kersting’s painting is therefore quite different from Friedrich’s. In On
Outpost Duty the viewer is not confronted with death. Instead, they see three men who are
performing their duty a soldiers. While the patriotic mood is apparent, for anyone viewing
the painting at the time would have understood the context, the sense of sacrifice is not
there as it was in Friedrich’s Old Heroes Graves.
Looking at the companion piece to On Outpost Duty might hint at the deaths of
Körner, Friesen, and Hartmann, but it too is not as obvious as in Old Heroes Graves. The
Wreathmaker (Figure 7) depicts a young, blonde woman in a white dress as the central
focus of the composition. Like the three soldiers in On Outpost Duty she sits in a German
oak forest. Her face is partially obscured as she looks down at her handiwork, making a
wreath of oak leaves. Unlike the men, she is a more passive figure representing, according
to Hagemann, the feminine counterpart of the masculine soldiers, the woman who remains
at home, waiting to “greet the returning heroes with victor’s laurels.” 61 She is possibly
making wreaths for the three men whose names are carved in the boughs of the trees behind
her. From left to right, they are inscribed: Hartmann, T. Körner and Friesen. In any case,
the paintings barely suggest the death of the three heroes, with the exception of the three
names on the trees. These point to Kersting’s intention to make a memorial to his three
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friends, but does not make the same obvious declaration of their sacrifice as Friedrich’s
graves. Hagemann does point out that Körner’s grave was underneath an oak tree near
Gadebusch in Mecklenburg-Pomerania,62 but Kersting’s depiction still does not give a
clear indication of their deaths beyond the inscriptions. He instead immortalizes the three
as heroic soldiers, forever on duty to the Fatherland within the German oaks.
If the five characteristics of the romantic hero derived from Reed and Garber are
considered, they appear in Friedrich’s painting far more than Kersting’s, making the
former’s depiction of the soldier-heroes more romantic. First, there is the sense of isolation.
In Old Heroes’ Graves, the scene is desolate and imposing. The rock cliff takes up the
majority of the composition, making it clear that the setting is nowhere near civilization.
The two figures are completely dwarfed by their surroundings, which seem to loom
ominously above them. Although there is some greenery, the tan color of the stone cliffs
makes the scene feel almost lifeless and the two sarcophagi, the monument, and the
gravesite certainly echo this. With Kersting’s painting, the same sense does not exist.
Although the three soldiers are obviously within the wilderness, they do not seem as apart
from society. There is a sense of comradery between them as they stand on duty in the
German forest. Nothing about Kersting’s depiction seems foreboding. The green of the
trees is much livelier than the stone of Friedrich’s composition, the three men are not
swallowed by their surroundings, and nothing in Kersting’s painting foreshadows the death
of the three soldiers in question.
Second is the desire to influence society. Recall that Reed identified the romantic
hero as an “energetic individual… that represents society around them” and was meant to
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solve the major problems of the age by his ability to act. 63 By this definition, both
Friedrich’s and Kersting’s paintings reflect that trait. Both artists represented volunteer
soldiers in the Wars of Liberation, men who willingly fought against the French. They
consciously made the decision to act for what they saw as the good of their own country,
considering that at this time, war was thought to be the only way to reinvigorate the German
lands to their past glory and wholeness.. Admittedly Kersting’s On Outpost Duty does show
soldiers on duty, whereas there is no actual action within Friedrich’s image. However, his
inscriptions on the tombs suggest past action on the part of the fallen soldiers. “Peace to
your Grave, Saviour in our Need,” “To a Noble Youth, Savior of the Fatherland” and “To
the Noble One, Fallen for Freedom and Justice,” point toward heroism on the parts of
Friesen, Körner, and Hartmann, of fighting for and giving up their lives for the beliefs and
values of the Fatherland.
Third is a connection to nature and history. Both paintings are set in a landscape,
true, but both painters do not connect their subjects to the past. On the subject of nature,
Kersting places his figures within a oak forest, an important symbol of the Fatherland at
this time. However, the soldiers are the central focus of his composition. They are
seemingly on scale with the trees around them and take up much of the foreground and,
arguably, are the most important parts of the painting. In Friedrich’s work, nature takes
center stage. The viewer is confronted with the vast landscape first, then the realization that
the gravesites compose a memorial to his three friends and a political statement second. To
Friedrich, nature was the principle part of his oeuvre, where much symbolism was
attributed to objects within the landscape, such as oak trees and dolmen graves. The

63

Reed (1974), 1-5.

33

tombstones in particular are especially important in Old Heroes Graves. Again, according
Siegel, the graves in Friedrich’s works were meant to point to past German greatness. 64
This gives his image and his heroes a connection to history that Kersting’s On Outpost
Duty does not have. Nowhere in the painting does Kersting point back to Germany’s past.
Instead, he focuses on the present day soldiers fighting in current wars. Friedrich, however,
gives a nod back to the past by including the grave of Arminus, the great hero who fought
to push the Romans out of the Rhineland. In this manner, Friedrich directly compares the
soldiers of the Wars of Liberation, his three friends specifically, to old heroes like Arminus
and suggesting that by following such examples, the Germans could once again be great in
a similar manner.
The fourth characteristic was a jealous defense of selfhood, defined here as the
defense of the German culture and identity in the wake of French occupation. As discussed,
the Germans in the northern lands underwent a period of dejection after their defeats at
Jena and Auerstadt, one which transformed into a hatred of the French and a desire to see
Prussia and the Germans strengthened once again. This idea is shown in both paintings.
Kersting depicts soldiers in a German oak forest, defending their homeland and identity.
The Lützowers, the company whose uniform the three men wear, were known to inspire
intense patriotic devotion among the people. Friedrich too, depicts the graves of the same
three men, which viewers would have understood at the time. The inscription, “To a Noble
Youth, Savior of the Fatherland,” points directly to what the soldiers were fighting for.
Their actions were for the defense of the Fatherland and the perceived German identity, an
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important aspect which many men were willing to volunteer to protect, even at the cost of
their own lives.
Finally is a close proximity to death. In this, Friedrich is unique in that his heroes
are dead. He depicts graves, not live men. The viewer is quite aware that his heroes have
made the ultimate sacrifice in the defense of the Fatherland by the sarcophagi, the
monument, and the inscriptions. Kersting, however, does not suggest this. Although the
soldiers were considered to be the closest to death simply by their duty to go into battle
during the Romantic period, Kersting’s men do not seem to be in any danger at all. They
are mostly relaxed, perhaps even bored, with the exception of the man on the right who is
looking out into the forest. They are not in imminent mortal danger, whereas Friedrich’s
heroes have already passed on. Since they are pictured as already deceased, Friedrich’s
soldier heroes are more romantic than that of his contemporary and friend’s images and
have closer similarities to the characteristics of the Romantic hero in literature. Although
both painters depict patriotic themes that emphasize what they saw as the German identity
and place great emphasis on nature, Friedrich’s imagery expresses a greater sense of
isolation from society, a connection to the past, and a closer proximity to death. His
paintings are more akin to the poetry of Körner than to the artwork of Kersting.
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Chapter 4: Disillusionment and Disappointment

Friedrich’s figures mirrored the development of the romantic hero in literature in
another way, which was in the display of a severe sense of disillusionment and
disappointment in the world after the failure of his heroic endeavors. Despite the successful
conclusion of the Wars of Liberation in 1814 and the total defeat of Napoleon by the Holy
Alliance, the coalition created between Prussia, Russia, and Austria to fight against France,
at Waterloo in 1815, Friedrich’s dreams of a united Fatherland never came true. The
volunteers of the Wars of Liberation were largely forgotten as the king and state took most
of the glory for victory over the French. The men who worked to inspire patriotism during
the wars were mistrusted and forgotten by the reactionary governments after the Wars, a
fact that was greatly resented by Friedrich and about which he adamantly expressed in his
letters and paintings.
Painted in 1821, Friedrich’s The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten (Figure 8) expresses
his disillusionment with the state of Prussia after the Wars. In the painting, Friedrich
depicts a man wearing old German garb, standing in the middle of the ruins of a Gothic
chapel. He leans over the tomb of persecuted Renaissance humanist, Ulrich von Hutten,
his pose defeated and melancholic. The ruins are dark with much of the painting in shadow
as the sun sets outside of the broken windows of the chapel. As a result of the obvious
neglect of the tomb, with the walls of the building covered in moss and foliage, the
foundations cracked, and the chapel generally falling into rubble, the man seems extremely
withdrawn from society, adding to the mood of the scene. As in Old Heroes’ Graves,
Friedrich inscribes names on the tomb to connect the past hero to those in the present day.
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“Jahn 1813,” “Arndt 1813,” “Stein 1813” and “Görres 1821” are written, however, this
time these men are not dead. Instead, they were all persecuted at some point by the
reactionary, monarchist forces,65 despite their contributions to the Wars of Liberation and
their patriotism to the Fatherland.
In “The Wars of Liberation in Prussian Memory: Reflecting on the Memorialization
of War in Early Nineteenth Century Germany,” Clark discusses the official state
recollection of the Wars and how it differed from that of the common people. These two
groups were especially divided, both politically and socially, when it came to remembering
the Wars of Liberation. The side of the volunteers and common people espoused a
nationalist-voluntarist view, while monarchy promoted a dynastic perspective. In fact, the
views of the Wars resulted in such contested division that they even sparked enraged
protests, such as on October 18, 1817 when around five hundred students from at least
eleven universities assembled at the Wartburg to celebrate the three hundredth anniversary
of the Reformation and the fourth anniversary of the Battle of Leipzig. They were so
incensed by a number of pamphlets written by reactionary authors that either downplayed
or discounted the nationalist-voluntarist views of the war that they burned them. The
students, Clark claims, commemorated a “war of liberty” made up of volunteers, not
soldiers dutifully following the king and anything that dismissed the sacrifice of those
volunteers caused quite the controversy.66
However, the official view of the Wars of Liberation continued to be the dynastic
version of the state, one that remembered the king at the head of his army rather than the
volunteers who stepped up to defend the Fatherland. Friedrich wanted the sacrifice of the
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volunteers to be remembered, but was sorely disappointed in this endeavor. Although many
monuments for the Wars –on both sides—were planned, few were built. Those that
received official support, such as the one designed and built by Karl Friedrich Schinkel at
the Templehofer Berg (now the Kreuzberg) in 1821, glorified the monarchy over the
soldiers. The inscription on Schinkel’s monument reads, “From the king to his people who,
at his call, nobly sacrificed their blood and chattels to the Fatherland.” The twelve figures
placed around the monument, Clark asserts, further emphasize the importance placed on
the army and the king as they were altered to serve as portraits of the generals of the army
and the members of the Prussian and Russian ruling houses. Other commemorative tablets
likewise glorified the king in the victory, leaving many of the volunteers forgotten by the
state itself.67
The trend of putting state and official memory over that of the local people became
more common as the nineteenth century progressed. In her article, “Remembering and
Forgetting: The Local and the Nation in Hamburg’s Commemoration of the Wars of
Liberation,” Katherine Aaslestad examines the changing nature of the recollections of the
war as the German state sought to assert itself as an authority over the autonomy of the
more independent cities. While she focuses on the city of Hamburg and covers a wider
range of years, from 1813 and 1913, that is longer than Friedrich’s life, Aaslestad’s study
does bring up several comparative points. Immediately after the Wars of Liberation public
commemoration centered around the local, where armed citizens were responsible for the
city of Hamburg’s regained independence from the French.68 However, this began shifting
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after 1848 when German nationalism became more pronounced and Prussia began to
attempt to further legitimize itself as a nation. After 1863, the national perspective was
emphasized to create a more shared historical experience of the wars, where the Prussian
monarch as the representative of the German nation was far more responsible for the
outcome of the Wars and the return of freedom, giving the monarchy a more heroic image
than that of the local citizens of the city.69 In a way, this same thing happened in Friedrich’s
time, where the king and army took much of the credit for the victory, or at least received
more of the public recognition when it came to monuments and memorials, in order to
strengthen and legitimize its image after crushing defeats just a few years earlier.
Friedrich, for his part, greatly disliked the way in which the volunteers of the Wars
of Liberation were forgotten by the state. In a letter to Ernst Moritz Arndt on March 12,
1814, Friedrich lamented about this, writing,
I am not in the least surprised that no monuments are being erected to mark
either the great cause of the people, nor the high-hearted deeds of individual
Germans. Nothing great of that kind will happen as long as we live in thrall
to princes. Where the people have no voice, they are also not allowed to
respect or have any sense of themselves as people.70

It is obvious that Friedrich blames the lack of commemoration and monuments to the
soldiers of the Wars of Liberation on the state. In his opinion, as long as the state remained
in control of such things and as long as the princes retained the idea that they were more
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important than the people, then no remembrance of the soldiers would occur. Friedrich also
continues, in the letter, to inform Arndt that he was planning a memorial and asking him
to make an inscription for it. In fact, Friedrich planned several memorials for the Wars of
Liberation, but none of them were ever erected. However, it is obvious that Friedrich
blames the lack of commemoration and monuments to the soldiers of the Wars of
Liberation on the state, which had proved itself unworthy of the sacrifices made by its
heroes.
He did, however, make references to memorials for both the fallen –as he did in
Old Heroes’ Graves-- and great men of the Wars of Liberation in his work. The Tomb of
Ulrich von Hutten features the latter. As described, the tomb in the painting is inscribed
with the names of four men who Friedrich and many others thought of as great German
patriots, but who were persecuted by the Prussian government after 1814. The influence
these men had on German nationalism during the Napoleonic period has been discussed by
many historians. For instance, Boime writes on the philosophers of Friedrich’s time who
influenced popular thinking during the Wars of Liberation, including Arndt and Jahn.
According to Boime, Arndt, for instance helped to push the idea that the regeneration of
the people and fighting against the French were necessary means to unify the German
nation.71 Although he worked as a propagandist for the state during the war, Arndt was
dismissed from his professorship in 181972 and even interrogated by the Royal Prussian
Commission of Investigation in Mainz in 1821. Friedrich’s letter that was sent to Arndt in
March 1814 was even seized as possible incriminating evidence against him,73 perhaps for
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Arndt’s criticism of the monarchy. It is likely that this was why Arndt was dismissed, for
he’d never been subtle about his dislike of the “power hungry… princes,” writing the
following in his 1803 publication, Germania and Europe:
But it is not only foreigners who have battered the fatherland, and do so to
this day; it was the power-hungry ambition of our princes that called in these
foreigners, usually to ravage the land, and taught the Germans to fight them
as well as their fellow countrymen. That is how it went, and how it goes
every day.74
Judging by this statement and the rest of the text, it was clear that Arndt believed that as
long as the princes remained in power, there would never be any chance for the German
people to come together. This is also an idea that Friedrich echoes in his letter to Arndt,
showing the influence that Arndt had on him, although it is not clear how involved
Friedrich was in anything that his friend may or may not have been doing.
Another important figure was Father Friedrich Ludwig Jahn. According to Hans
Kohn, Jahn was a disciple of Arndt (when both were in Griefswald, also Friedrich’s place
of birth) and in 1799 he wrote a book on patriotism in Prussia. In his works, Jahn made
many suggestions on activities that could strengthen the sense of pride Germans felt in their
culture and nation, such as festivals to celebrate Prussian history and heroes and the
building of monuments to honor great men from the past. Later, he focused much attention
on the German people, lauding them as the creative force of a culture and promoting the
free-corps of patriotic volunteers that arose during the Wars of Liberation.75 Boime also
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discusses Jahn’s influence, noting that his Deutsches Volksthum “called for one people,
one nation, one empire, all united under one constitution.” From his teaching position in
Berlin, obtained in 1810, Jahn also promoted the German hero Hermann.76 Despite his
popularity, Jahn was imprisoned in 1819.77
The Baron Heinrich Friedrich Karl vom und zum Stein, too, was seen as crucial to
the movement to inspire patriotism amongst the Volk, taking it upon himself to create
literature that inspired the Germans to fight against the French. With Arndt, he wrote a
number of patriotic songs, pamphlets and poems that were widely published. They also
worked to create an official German Legion in order to organize the free corps that
assembled to fight in the Wars of Liberation.78 According to Miesel, Stein was forced to
retire from public life after 1815, likely for his advocacy of a representative government
over a conservative monarchy.79
The last of the four men referenced in Friedrich’s painting was likely persecuted
for the same reason. Joseph Görres was the editor and publisher of the nationalist
newspaper Rheinischer Merkur which was circulated from 1814 to 1816. He was a political
thinker and a writer who, according Jon Vanden Heuvel “offered a blueprint for a new
Germany that attempted to merge his nationalism, his romanticism, and the radical politics
of his youth.”80 Like the other three men, it was Görres’ goal to influence patriotism,
nationalism, and a more united German nation, but he also demanded a more representative
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government and a constitution.81 Rather than seeing this achieved, however, he was forced
into exile in 1821.82
In the painting, Friedrich compares these four men to the Renaissance thinker,
Ulrich von Hutten, by inscribing their names on his gravestone. According to Miesel, von
Hutten was a humanist and a freedom fighter who failed in everything that he set out to do,
dying as a refugee in Zurich in 1523. He was known to Friedrich because von Hutten had
previously been persecuted by the citizens of Griefswald, robbed of all his possessions and
then expelled from the city.83 By comparing Arndt, Jahn, Stein, and Görres to von Hutten,
Friedrich is suggesting mistreatment on a similar level, especially abhorrent after what the
painter likely saw as their contribution to the Wars of Liberation and the political
philosophy that he himself espoused. Despite the sacrifices made by the soldiers who
volunteered for the war against Napoleon and the thinkers who tried to influence the idea
of a united Fatherland made up of German citizens, after the war nothing changed. The
monarchy was still in charge of everything and taking credit for the victory against
Napoleon, rather than the people gaining any recognition or reward. Moreover, he is again
connecting the five figures –past and present—to the romantic hero by the feeling of
disillusionment with the world after such failure, followed by mistreatment and death,
perhaps of the very dream of a Fatherland itself.
In her article, “The Romantic Hero and That Fatal Selfhood,” Raney Stanford
discusses this disillusionment with the world and the tendency of the hero to display a
melodramatic presence and an exaggerated sense of self in after experiencing failure in
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whatever he endeavored to accomplished.84 Influenced by the real rebellions of the age, the
romantic hero’s understanding of selfhood, according to Stanford, “turned his ringing
challenge to the universe into a mocking echo.”85 The world came to ignore the hero’s
desire for community of individuals and fulfillment of social justice and the rulers of that
world disgusted him. The hero’s rebellion therefore created that feeling of alienation within
him until he came to embody a sort of darkness and the forces of irrationality, obsessed by
purpose.86 Normally such a type was associated with the heroes of Byron, but that darker
side of the hero can be associated with the soldier who stood face-to-face with death or
even the disillusioned, melancholy patriot.
That disillusioned and dark, melancholy sense can certainly be attributed to
Friedrich’s The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten where he presents the four patriots as victims
of the state. When compared to Old Heroes’ Graves there is a difference between the two
paintings that is telling of Friedrich’s change in mindset. While both are cemetery scenes,
Old Heroes’ Graves displays more of a sense of hope in the progression of the war and in
the realization of the patriots’ dreams at the end. Although Friedrich’s friends have died,
their deaths were for the greater good of Germany by volunteering to help defeat the
French. The inscriptions on the gravestones in the painting point to this optimism, as does
the detail of the two lost French soldiers overwhelmed by their surroundings. The triumph
of the Germans is the focus instead of death. However, the positive belief in the outcome
of the war is completely gone in The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten. Men that aren’t dead are
depicted as such and compared to a man who failed at everything before his death. The
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only German man in the image stands by the tomb in morning. There are no words on the
tomb here to suggest anything to come in the future. The only focus is the death of these
men and the end of the dream for a united Fatherland at the hands of the ruling body of
Prussia.
The dislike that Friedrich held towards the monarchy is evidenced in his letter to
Arndt, where he writes, “Nothing great of that kind will happen as long as we live in thrall
to princes.”87 This comment suggests Friedrich’s belief of the state’s tyranny over the
people. Where once he held such strong, negative feelings towards the French, they have
now transferred to the ruling group of his own country. In another letter to his brother
Adolf, written on May 13, 1820, Friedrich again complains about being subject to the will
of the princes and compares the people following them to donkeys, writing:
If you are afraid however, to get too close a relationship with the suspected
despised animals, then comfort yourself again with the sweet, flattering
thought of being a man at the will of the princes, so as to impose on man
like these patient beasts and at most allowed to shout ia-ia!88
Here Friedrich is suggesting an antagonism towards the princes and a belief that the people
are only blindly following them, rather than remembering the sacrifice of those great men
in the war or the patriotic ideals that were upheld just a few years earlier.
In his study of the memorialization of the Wars of Liberation, Clark also touches
on the Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten and how it expresses a sense of lamentation over how
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events were concluded. He writes that, “the arches hint at the sacred space of ritualized
remembrance, but the ruins topped with weeds and shrubs transform the painting into a
lamentation over the failure of memory and the triumph of forgetfulness.” 89 This
forgetfulness factors into the disillusionment that Friedrich obviously felt and expressed in
his paintings which can be tied to the same emotion said to be felt by the romantic hero.
Clark also notes that the patriotic memory of the Wars of Liberation were largely forgotten
after 1820, but so too were the nationalistic imagery of both Friedrich and Kersting. 90 Jost
Hermand also discusses this in his examination of the art produced during and after the
Wars of Liberation. When the occupation ended, patrons and collectors of art were more
interested in cheerful and idyllic motifs rather than the cemetery scenes created in
mourning over the loss of life during the Wars of Liberation.91 So not only were the patriots
disappointed with the outcome of the Wars of Liberation, but in many cases soldiers and
artists alike were forgotten.
While displaying this disillusioned facet of the romantic hero, the elements and
figures in The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten also exhibit the five characteristics of the
romantic hero discussed earlier. The setting itself, a decaying chapel placed in the middle
of nowhere, is extremely remote. While not as dwarfed by his surroundings as the two men
in Old Heroes Graves, the man looks quite small as he grieves by the tomb. The entire
chapel, once a place of memorial, has obviously, considering its state, stood forgotten, the
moss and shrubbery slowly overtaking the place as time passes. Just as the gravesite of
Ulrich von Hutten had been visibly lost to time, so too will the memory of the four men
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whose names Friedrich has inscribed on the tombstone. Considering how easily forgotten
this place and these people seem to be, the feeling that the painting elicits in the viewer is
all the more lonely and depressing.
For the second characteristic, the desire to influence society, is referenced simply
by the individual Friedrich decided to depict in the painting. Remember that Ulrich von
Hutten was a humanist, a scholar who focused on the human problems in life and sought
to make it better. Likewise, in an era where the German lands were occupied by the French
and life made miserable for those residing there, Arndt, Jahn, Stein, and Görres strove to
influence positive change. They first fought to eject the French from their lands and end
the occupation, then tried to convince the people to form a more united community based
upon common culture and in some cases influence the creation of a constitution and a more
representative government. It is obvious that these heroes wanted to make great changes in
their society and that Friedrich, in his letters and his specific memorialization of these men,
agreed with their ideals and desires at least to some extent.
Next, Friedrich again connects his heroes to nature and history, the third
characteristic of the romantic hero. While his figures and the tomb are placed in a manmade building, it is very much being retaken by nature. Greenery has crept into the space,
encroaching on what was made by man to be a sacred space and reclaiming it. Outside of
the window, the leaves of a tree can also be seen, probably those of an oak. The natural
world creeping into the chapel is an important aspect to the mood of the painting and the
idea which Friedrich is trying to present, just as much as the man to whom he is comparing
his contemporary heroes. Without the connection to the past, to Ulrich von Hutten, who
was persecuted by the citizens of Greifswald, the message of the painting is not as poignant.
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If the names of the four men were just on the tomb, then the viewer assumes that they were
deceased, which they were not at this time. Instead, Friedrich is making the statement that
Arndt, Jahn, Stein, and Görres are being persecuted and villainized by the state and possibly
having their rights as German citizens (rights which were promised to those who served in
the Wars) violated in a manner similar to von Hutten. The message is strengthened once
again by this comparison to the past.
A jealous defense of selfhood is the fourth criteria of the romantic hero and in this
case is also exhibited by the four men whose names are inscribed on the tomb. As described
earlier, all of them were patriots who attempted to influence nationalistic ideals in the
people around them through their various writings and actions. They wanted the German
people to come together as a common community, culture, and even nation, rather than
live under the influence of Napoleon and the French. Although this fervor was short-lived,
only surviving through the Wars of Liberation due to the reactionary nature of politics after
the defeat of Napoleon, the ideals of Jahn, Arndt, Stein, and Görres were focused on what
it meant to be German during this time.
The final characteristic once again is a close proximity to death. This time, unlike
in Old Heroes’ Graves where the three soldiers were already deceased, the men in The
Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten, with the exception of von Hutten himself, were not dead.
However, their names are written on a tomb as if they were, along with dates that could be
interpreted as death years if the viewers did not understand their significance immediately.
This is the most telling detail pertaining to Friedrich’s sense of disillusionment with
important symbolism. Friedrich made a conscious choice to make associations to death
with people who were still alive, as if he were saying the cause that had been so prevalent

48

during the Wars was dead with the imprisonment and persecution of these four men. In this
manner, he puts an ultimate end to the patriots and their failed cause, perhaps admitting
that the goal which they had fought for was never achieved. It must be so, for The Tomb of
Ulrich von Hutten is the last patriotic work related to the Wars of Liberation that Friedrich
ever created. He never created the monuments to the soldiers that he intended nor
mentioned anything else on the subject in his letters. Death was the end, at least as far as
Friedrich and the Romantics were concerned.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

Considering the characteristics of the romantic hero in literary tradition in this
manner, it is evident how Friedrich used a variety of methods to create a sense of empathy
between the viewer and his subjects in order to influence a sense of nationalistic affiliation.
By emphasizing the feeling of upheaval that the people of northern Germany felt during
and after Napoleonic occupation in his paintings, Friedrich first created a common bond
between the people as they were all facing similar situations. Next, through the use of
symbols that commonly were seen as representative of Germany at the time, like the oak
tree, bonds of cultural community were suggested. Then, he further created a common
cause by emphasizing the men who had fought and died in the Wars of Liberation. In his
own manner, by following the popular literary trends of the time with the creation of this
romantic hero type, Friedrich hoped to influence and support the nationalistic cause in the
ousting of the French and the creation of a Fatherland and community unique to the German
people. He displayed heroes that had given their life for the nationalistic cause of Germany,
showing their graves within the landscape, the Fatherland, that is symbolically obscuring
the French. However, with the conclusion of the war, the status quo returned. Power went
back to the monarchy of Prussia, who, despite the promises made, took credit for the
victory, leaving the volunteer soldiers largely forgotten. Again Friedrich’s imagery
changed, but this time to a more disillusioned scene to suggest the death of the patriots’
dreams along with the metaphorical end and persecution of some of their most vocal
supporters. Much like the Romantic heroes of literature, who began as so obsessively
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devoted to a cause, the end of the story is disappointing. With the failure of their endeavors,
contemplation and death is all that is left.
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Figures.

Figure 1. Caspar David Friedrich, The Monk by the Sea, 1808-1810, oil on canvas, 110 x
171.5 cm, Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany.

Figure 2. Detail of the monk in Friedrich’s Monk by
the Sea.
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Figure 3. Gerhard von Kügelgen, Portrait of Caspar David Friedrich, c. 1810-1820, oil
on canvas, Kunsthalle, Hamburg, Germany.

Figure 4. Caspar David Friedrich, Abbey in the Oak Wood, 1809-1810, oil on canvas,
110.4 × 171 cm, Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany.
53

Figure 5. Caspar David Friedrich, Old Heroes’ Graves (Tomb of Ancient
Heroes), 1812, oil on canvas, 49.5 x 70.5 cm, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg,
Germany.

Figure 6. Georg Friedrich Kersting, On Outpost Duty, 1815, oil on canvas, 46
x 35 cm, Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany.
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Figure 7. Georg Friedrich Kersting, The Wreath Maker, 1815, oil on canvas, Alte
Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany.

Figure 8. Caspar David Friedrich, The Tomb of Ulrich von Hutten, c. 1821, oil
on canvas, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Weimar, Germany.
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Appendix A.
Caspar David Friedrich’s Nach der Befreiung Dresdens von den Franzosen
Lasset uns singe nein hohes Lied, ein Lied voll Dankbarkeit und Liebe.
Lobsinget dem Herrn, ihr Befreiten; lobpreiset seine Güte für und für,
Denn er hat gnädiglich von uns abgewendet die Not, da wir flehten um Hilfe;
Er hat erhört unser Schreien und verjaget unsere Feinde.
Sie sind in Staub getreten, die Schnöden, so seiner bergessen und nicht achteten.
Der Heimat eilen sie zu, die Flüchtigen, vom Schwerte des Nordens verfolgt.
Vom Fluche des Allmächtigen getroffen.
Zertreten sind die Saaten, verheeret die Früchte der Felder,
Städte und Dörfer in Schutt und Asche verwandelt mit freveln -der Hand. (frevelnder?)
Aber der Zorn Gottes ruht schwer auf ihnen,
Vom Hunger gequält, ohne Obdach und Hilfe,
Ohne Mitleid und Erbarmen
Hauchen sie des Lebens letzten Atem aus.
Deine Hand, o Herr, züchtigt uns hart, aus Süden und Osten sendest du Peiniger zu uns.
Wir möchten schier im Elend vergehen, wende ab von suns deinen Zorn.
Schnöde Willkür führt das Zepter, und die Habsucht führt das Regiment.
Die Freude ist von uns gewichen seit Jahren, unter dem Druck der Fremdlinge seufzen
wir.
Wir flehen zu dir, o Herr, der du uns befreit hast vom Joche der Franzosen, erlöse uns
auch von den Russen.
Daβ der Arbeiter erfreue sich seiner Müh’ und genieβe deines Segens Fülle in Frieden.
Gib Regen und Sonnenschein zu seiner Zeit, daβ alles blühe und Früchte bringe.
Und lasse ferner nicht zu, daβ wilde Horden verwüsten unsere Felder und Fluren.
Wir haven in deinem Zorn erkannt, daβ du der Algewaltige bist,
Laβ uns auch in deiner Liebe sehn, daβ du der Allgütige bist,
Und sei uns gnädig, sei uns gnädig, o Herr, und erhöre uns.
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